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E. STATEMENT OF HISTORIC CONTEXTS  

 

The purpose of this cover document is to explain the commercial development of Omaha, Nebraska, outside of 

downtown, during the streetcar era. Construction of the first streetcar system in Omaha began in 1868, and the 

first cars ran in early 1869; the last streetcar ran in the spring of 1955.1 Although commercial resources were built 

throughout the city, this context focuses on the development that occurred along and at the ends of the Omaha 

streetcar routes. Streetcar lines were established along major transportation routes. Often, these routes already 

had some commercial development, which further developed with the advent of the streetcar; sometimes, new 

commercial clusters were established after the streetcar line arrived. The one unifier of commercial resources 

under this cover is the streetcar system.   

 

I. The Development of Omaha, 1854 to 19552 

 

Understanding the context within which the city of Omaha developed is critical to understanding the physical 

manifestations that development took, in terms of the streetcar routes and the commercial clusters along these 

routes. This section briefly explains this underlying historic context.  

 

Prior to European settlement, various Native American groups occupied the area that would become Omaha. 

Some of the earliest known groups include the Woodland and Nebraska Culture peoples.  Modern tribes, including 

the Omaha for whom the city is named, moved into the area during the late fifteenth century. Until the early 

eighteenth century, the Europeans present in Nebraska consisted primarily of Spanish and French fur traders. In 

June 1853, several Council Bluffs, Iowa, businessmen formed a town company to survey and plat the Omaha 

townsite across the Missouri River. The following year, the same year Congress established Nebraska Territory, 

the company laid out Omaha City into 320 blocks, and construction began soon after.3 

 

                         
1 Because construction of the system began in 1868, this is the date for the beginning of the historic context.  

2 The majority of this context is based on the information provided in the Omaha Landmarks Heritage Preservation Commission 

(OLHPC), ñA Comprehensive Program for Historic Preservation in Omaha,ò (1980). Sources referenced in the Comprehensive Program 

include James C. Olson, History of Nebraska, 2nd ed. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1966); Jerold L. Simmons, ed., ñLa Belle 

Vueò: Studies in the History of Bellevue, Nebraska (Marceline, Missouri: Walsworth Publishing Co., 1976); Arthur C. Wakeley, Omaha: 

The Gate City and Douglas County Nebraska, 2 vols. (Chicago: The S. J. Clarke Publishing Co., 1917); Nebraska History; A. T. 

Andreas, History of the State of Nebraska, 2 vols. (Chicago: The Western Historical Co., 1882); Alfred Sorenson, The Story of Omaha 

from Pioneer Days to the Present Time (Omaha: National Printing Co., 1923); James W. Savage, John T. Bell, and Consul W. 

Butterfield, History of the City of Omaha, Nebraska and South Omaha (New York: Munsell and Co., 1894); Robert G. Athearn, Union 

Pacific Country (New York: Rand McNally and Co., 1971); [Alfred Sorenson], Omaha Illustrated: A History of the Pioneer Period and 

the Omaha of Today (Omaha: D. C. Dunbar and Company, Publishers, 1888); Ed F. Morearty, Omaha Memories (Omaha: Swartz 

Printing Co., 1917), Howard P. Chudacoff, Mobile Americans: Residential and Social Mobility in Omaha 1880-1920 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1972); John T. Bell, Omaha and Omaha Men (Omaha: n.p., 1917); Kenneth Gerald Alfers, "The Trans-Mississippi 

Exposition" (M. A. thesis, Creighton University, 1968). For a complete bibliography, see the Comprehensive Program. 

3 OLHPC, ñA Comprehensive Program,ò 9-13. Citation covers paragraph. 
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One impetus for organizing the land west of the river was to establish a path for the First Transcontinental 

Railroad. The selected eastern terminus would benefit greatly from wealth and development associated with and 

engendered by the railroad, and as a result, many communities, including Omaha, vied for the position. However, 

prior to securing the eastern terminus, Omaha first sought to secure itself as the territorial capital. Much of the 

development in early Omaha was associated with this goal; boarding houses, hotels, a business block, and even a 

capitol were constructed. In February 1857, Omaha received a charter for incorporation and claimed its status as 

the capital city.4  

 

Omaha boomed as the city became a major supply and ñjumping offò point for miners and other westward 

immigrants. In 1860, the population of Omaha reached 4,000 with approximately 1,500 buildings.5 Development 

associated with this boom initiated Omahaôs status as a commercial, wholesale, and industrial hub.  On December 

2, 1863 President Abraham Lincoln designated a point in Council Bluffs as the eastern terminus for the Union 

Pacific Railroad, close enough for Omaha to also profit from the association.6 Railroad construction, combined 

with existing steamboat traffic, secured Omaha as a regional transportation and trade center. With the installation 

of Western Union Telegraph Lines in 1860, Omaha became a major communications center as well.7 These factors 

combined to generate a population boom, and in 1872, Union Pacific built a railroad bridge across the Missouri 

River to connect the transcontinental line with its official eastern terminus, Council Bluffs, Iowa; this further 

spurred industrial development along rail lines south of downtown Omaha.8 

 

A real estate boom positively affected development throughout Omaha during the late nineteenth century. 

Between 1880 and 1898, residential neighborhoods, industrial centers, and commercial hubs proliferated. 

Stockyards, meatpacking, and wholesale jobbing became the largest industries in Omaha. South Omaha, an 

independent town, was established around this time and functioned as a stockyards and meatpacking center.9 High 

farm values, crop prices, and technological increases bolstered the agricultural economy of the metropolitan area, 

which in turn spurred further development city-wide.10 By 1890, the population topped 140,000.11 This period of 

                         
4 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 12,16. The state capital moved to Lincoln in 1867, following statehood. 

5 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 18. 

6 Richard Orr, O&CB: Streetcars of Omaha and Council Bluffs (Omaha: R. Orr, 1996), 2. 

7 Lawrence H. Larsen et.al., Upstream Metropolis: An Urban Biography of Omaha & Council Bluffs (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Pres, 2007), 56. 

8 Mead & Hunt, ñReconnaissance Survey of Portions of South Central Omaha,ò Nebraska Historic Buildings Survey (July 2006): 2. 

9 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 32. 

10 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 54. 

11 Christine Long and Emily Pettis, ñOmaha Park and Boulevard System,ò National Register Multiple Property Documentation Form 

(2011): 8-3. 
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prosperity ended abruptly with the financial Panic 

of 1893 that significantly stalled development in 

Omaha.12 However things shifted in 1898 when 

the Trans-Mississippi and International 

Exposition was organized in Omaha to showcase 

the states west of the Mississippi River in a 

manner similar to a Worldôs Fair (Figure 1). 

During its five-month run, the Exposition brought 

over 2.6 million visitors to Omaha and, with them, 

the return of economic prosperity.13 
 

The return of a strong economy allowed the main 

industries in Omaha to expand. The city remained 

the leader of goods storage and distribution west 

of the Mississippi River.14 Steady economic 

conditions and job availability contributed to an 

early twentieth century population boom in 

Omaha. In 1900, the population had dropped to just over 102,000, but by 1910 reached 124,096, an increase of 

22 percent. The population substantially increased over the next decade and in 1920 topped 190,000. Several 

annexations contributed to the population boom between 1910 and 1920 as the city limits grew. The city annexed 

the communities of Dundee and South Omaha in 1915 and Benson and Florence in 1917. 

 

Following World War I, new suburban housing developments were established throughout Omaha. Multi-family 

dwellings were constructed in formerly single-family residential neighborhoods surrounding downtown and on 

main transportation corridors into suburban neighborhoods.15 In addition to housing, the number of new schools 

and cultural or entertainment resources also proliferated. The rise of the automobile around 1920 provided a new 

mode of transportation that in turn influenced development in Omaha in ways previously unseen. Unlike streetcars 

which adhered to strict routes and established timetables, the automobile provided freedom of movement 

throughout the city and its expanding boundaries. Privately owned automobiles and public bus transportation 

began to challenge the prominence of the streetcar. The automobile also influenced the transportation of goods as 

trucking replaced cart and wagon transport as the dominant intracity distribution method. This period of prosperity 

continued for approximately a decade before nationwide economic decline again affected the city. Falling 

                         
12 Mead & Hunt, ñSouth Central Omaha,ò 3. 

13 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 42-44. 

14 Mead & Hunt, ñSouth Central Omaha,ò 3. 

15 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 60. 

Figure 1: Grand Court, Trans-Mississippi Exposition, Omaha, NE, 1898 

Source: Nebraska History. 
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agricultural product prices and poor environmental conditions decimated the agricultural sector that formed a 

significant basis of the Omaha economy. Employment in the wholesale, retail, and sales industries fell 

dramatically. Economic conditions in Omaha continued to suffer through the Great Depression until World War 

II.16 

 

Like much of the United States, Omaha benefitted economically from demands generated by World War II. 

Increased demand for food to supply the war effort stabilized the agricultural economy as crop, land, and livestock 

prices rose. As a regional transportation center for agricultural products, the market recovered, greatly benefitting 

Omaha. Following World War II, Omaha more than doubled in square miles.17 Automobile sprawl and suburban 

development transformed the cityôs footprint as well as its built environment as automobile related resources and 

suburban single-family housing proliferated.  

 

The Omaha economy was altered after the war as well. While wholesaling, industrial processes, agriculture, and 

similar industries historically formed the basis of the economy, white-collar and professional industries such as 

insurance and finance became the economic focus during the mid-century.18 Rail transport and industrial 

development declined, following national trends.19 As a result, emerging industries now required office space. 

This led to demolitions along rail lines, erasing many nineteenth century warehousing districts and industrial 

centers. Construction of interstates during the mid- to late twentieth century further contributed to wide swaths of 

demolition in the city. 

 

 

II.  Streetcar Systems in the United States, circa 1830 to circa 1955 

 

Experimentation characterized the development of streetcars and streetcar systems seen in America between the 

mid-1800s and the mid-1900s. Technological advances, particularly in power modes, revolutionized the industry 

from its beginnings in the early nineteenth century. New emergent power technologies dispersed across the nation 

as streetcar companies sought to improve their systems. The variety of streetcar systems utilized in Omaha during 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries reflects this period of rapid technological development.  

 

Streetcar systems have their roots in the omnibus, which first appeared in France in the 1820s. The public omnibus 

evolved from the stagecoach.20 Unlike expensive and often unpredictable hackneys and cabs, the omnibus 

provided riders with affordable fixed routes and schedules. Combined, these two factors revolutionized public 

                         
16 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 72-73. 

17 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 73. 

18 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 73. 

19 Mead & Hunt, ñSouth Central Omaha,ò 9. 

20 A hackney company monopoly on public transport in London prohibited regular omnibus service in London until 1831. 
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transportation, particularly in crowded Paris. 

Regularly scheduled hackney and stagecoach 

service provided short-distance travel to suburban 

neighborhoods in American cities prior to the 

omnibus. In 1829, New York City stagecoach 

operator Abram Brower introduced a new 

stagecoach design that incorporated a rear entry 

and seats oriented lengthwise. The following year, 

Brower compelled his stagecoach maker, John 

Stephenson, to design an omnibus based on the 

Parisian model. Stephenson adapted the Parisian 

model to include elements that not only increased 

passenger comfort but eased the pull for the horses. Within three years, Stephensonôs design ushered in the ñage 

of the omnibusò in New York City. Over the next several years, omnibus systems spread rapidly, and by the end 

of the decade most large American cities boasted this public transportation mode.21 Although the omnibus was 

an immense improvement over hackneys and coaches, it still retained several drawbacks, including bumpy or 

uncomfortable rides and challenges navigating wet or uneven road surfaces. To address these issues, Stephenson 

designed the first US streetcar to run on rails in 1832.22 

 

Horse-Drawn Streetcar Systems 

In 1831, the New York & Harlem Railroad received the first streetcar charter in the nation and began horse-drawn 

operations on New York City streets the following year, initiating the horse-drawn streetcar era in the United 

States. Before opening its first routes, the company turned to Stephenson to design its streetcar. The design 

emphasized improvements to passenger comfort as well as efficiency. The thirty-passenger cars had wooden 

bodies and ran on raised rails constructed from granite and iron. Passengers, press, and transit companies praised 

Stephensonôs design as an immense improvement to the omnibus. The streetcar body construction ensured a 

smoother ride while the raised tracks eased movement over road surfaces. In the following decades, Stephenson 

continued to improve on his design, and he retained a virtual monopoly on independent horse-drawn car 

construction until 1870.23 In the fifty years following the first streetcar line, horse-drawn streetcar systems 

expanded widely with cities across the nation adopting the technology. While the horse-drawn power mode 

dominated streetcar operation during the early streetcar era (Figure 2), technological advances and 

experimentation with alternative power modes signaled the end of its supremacy in the late 1880s. 

 

  
                         
21 Cities with populations over 40,000 were considered large at this time.  

22 Clay McShane and Joel Tarr, The Horse in the City: Living Machines in the Nineteenth Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 2007), 58-59, 65. 

23 McShane and Tarr, The Horse in the City, 63-65. 

Figure 2: Omaha horse-car, ca. 1882. Source Orr, 38. 
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Steam Powered Streetcar Systems 

Despite its use to power rail systems since 1814, steam power never became a popular streetcar power mode in 

America. The steam powered engine required coal or coke to operate, creating smoke and pollution along the 

route. Stored coal and volatile boilers further presented a safety risk to passengers and pedestrians alike.  Although 

a steam-powered streetcar briefly operated in New York City during the early-mid nineteenth century, the city 

swiftly labeled the operation blight and banned their use within the municipality. As a result, this mode of streetcar 

power never caught on nationwide.24 

 

Cable Streetcar Systems 

As horse-drawn streetcar systems proliferated within American cities, inventors experimented with alternative 

power modes. In San Francisco, inventor Andrew S. Hallidee designed the cable car to ease travel over that cityôs 

steep grades.25 To propel the car, Hallidee developed a system of underground cables and grip mechanisms that, 

when activated, allowed the operator to start and stop the car. The streetcar bodies were similar in design to 

existing horse-drawn streetcars; however, they featured a gripping mechanism that reached through the bottom 

of the car to grip the cable below. To lay the cable track, workers dug trapezoidal trenches and then installed iron 

frames to support the track and pulley system.26 Concrete then encased the frame to create a tunnel through which 

the cable would continually move at a constant rate.27 To start the car, the operator activated a lever to grip the 

cable below, thus pulling the car along. To stop the car, the operator simply deactivated the lever which released 

the cable. The first segment of the Hallidee cable car system was laid in San Francisco in August 1873.28 

 

Following their success in San Francisco, cable car systems spread to other American cities, including Boston, 

Chicago, Cincinnati, and Omaha (Figure 3).29 However, expensive and time-consuming construction, coupled 

with difficult maintenance and repairs, hindered their widespread adoption. The introduction of the electric 

streetcar in 1887 further limited the spread of cable car systems. Faster, easier, and cheaper to construct, the 

electric streetcar had many obvious advantages and most cities quickly abandoned the cable car in favor of the 

new power mode.  

 

  

                         
24 McShane and Tarr, The Horse in the City, 64. 

25 James Dillon, ñSan Francisco Cable Cars,ò National Register nomination form (1978): 8-1.  

26 Orr, O&CB, 49. 

27 Orr, O&CB, 49. 

28 Dillon, ñSan Francisco Cable Cars,ò 8-1. 

29 Dillon, ñSan Francisco Cable Cars,ò 8-1; Orr, O&CB, 48-49. 
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Electric Streetcar Systems 

Frank Julian Sprague (1857-1934), the ñFather of Electric Traction,ò was born in Milford, Connecticut in 1857. 

Sprague served as an officer in the US Navy until 1883, when he left the Navy to work as a technical assistant to 

Thomas Edison at his Menlo Park laboratory. A talented mathematician, Sprague introduced the utilization of 

mathematical modeling rather than trial-and-error to develop concepts at the company. Although successful at 

Menlo Park, Sprague soon left to pursue his interests in transportation and power. In 1884 he combined these 

interests and founded his own firm, the Sprague Electric Railway & Motor Company in New York City. The firm 

focused primarily on developing electrical and wheel suspension systems to create an electric streetcar.30  

 

The streetcar system developed by Sprague incorporated an electrical transmission system, wheel suspension, 

automatic controls and breaks, and a motor that operated without dangerous sparking while maintaining consistent 

RPM despite load variation.31 An overhead electric line centered above the track provided electrical power 

through a contact wheel mounted on a pole at the streetcar center.32 Sprague first utilized this system in 1887 

when his company began construction on the first electric street railway in Richmond, Virginia. Spragueôs 

contract with the Richmond Union Passenger Railway called for twelve miles of track, a central-station steam 

and electric power plant, and eighty motors to be installed on forty of Richmondôs existing horse-drawn 

                         
30 Lemelson-MIT Program, ñFrank J. Sprague: Electric Trolley Systems,ò Inventor Archive Online. 

31 Lemelson-MIT Program, ñFrank J. Sprague: Electric Trolley Systems.ò  

32 Edward M. Kirby, Seldom Told Tales of Sharon, Book Three (Sharon, CN: Sharon Historical Society, 2001), 8. 

Figure 3. Omaha cable car, ca. 1888. Source: Orr, 64. 
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streetcars.33 All of this was to be completed within ninety days. When it opened in 1888, the Richmond Union 

Passenger Railway became the first large-scale electric trolley line in the world.34 The line was a success and 

proved to other cities that safe, reliable, efficient, and profitable electric streetcar systems were possible. 

Spragueôs system quickly spread, and between 1888 and 1905 approximately 20,000 miles of electric streetcar 

track were constructed in the United States alone.35 The Sprague system later served as the basis for new electric 

streetcar system development, including those of General Electric, Westinghouse, and Thomson-Houston.36  

 

The Frank Sprague electric streetcar system revolutionized streetcar transit worldwide. Under this power mode, 

streetcars could traverse greater distances in less time and transport heavier loads. Together, these benefits 

increased possible city size through expanding the commute radius. Using the electric streetcar, commuters could 

travel the same distance in ten minutes that they could walking for thirty.37 Reliable, efficient public transport 

facilitated development away from established city centers and contributed greatly to increased suburbanization 

in American cities. As electric streetcar lines expanded throughout a city, development along and adjacent to the 

route followed, dramatically altering the size, shape, and character of the city.  

 

 

III.  Streetcars in Omaha, 1868 to 1955 

 

Construction of the streetcar system in Omaha began in 1868. Technological advancements, experimentation, and 

intense competition characterize the development and ensuing operation of streetcars in Omaha. During the first 

thirty years, many companies operated multiple lines within the city, often under various conditions and modes 

of power. The introduction of electric streetcar systems in the late 1880s simplified power methods; however, 

competition between streetcar companies remained complex. A period of consolidation in the early twentieth 

century merged this web of lines together into one company and created a unified streetcar transportation that 

continued for half a century. Concurrently, the rise of the automobile and development of bus transportation 

emerged to challenge streetcar service in Omaha, beginning in the early twentieth century. Over the following 

decades, automobile and bus use increasingly threatened the streetcar transportation and ultimately caused the 

end of the Omaha streetcar era in 1955. 

 

  

                         
33 Kirby, Seldom Told Tales, 6. 

34 Lemelson-MIT Program. ñFrank J. Sprague: Electric Trolley Systems.ò  

35 Lemelson-MIT Program. ñFrank J. Sprague: Electric Trolley Systems;ò Paul L. Knox, Urbanization (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice 

Hall, 1994), 89. 

36 Lemelson-MIT Program. ñFrank J. Sprague: Electric Trolley Systems.ò  

37 Linda Flint McClelland, David L. Ames, and Sarah Dillard Pope, ñHistoric Residential Suburbs in the United States, 1830-1960,ò 

National Register Multiple Property Documentation Form (Undated): E4. The effects of streetcar systems on residential development 

has been extensively study and is recorded in the document referenced here. 
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The Rise of Streetcars (1868 to circa 1889) 

Streetcar service in Omaha began during a period of great prosperity in the city. In the early 1860s, Omaha 

benefited greatly from its position as a commercial, wholesale, and industrial center. Economic prosperity drew 

vast numbers of new residents, and the ensuing population boom sparked development. As the city grew, residents 

required improved transportation and the first streetcar systems developed to meet this demand. Many streetcar 

companies formed in Omaha, and all attempted to secure the dominant position. While the first Omaha streetcars 

were horse-drawn, new power modes, including cable and electricity, rose to challenge the horse-drawn streetcar 

in the late 1880s. Ultimately, the electric streetcar system emerged victorious and sparked the beginning of a 

transformative period in Omaha transportation.  

 

Horse-Drawn Cars (1868 to 1895) 

Although construction of the first routes did not begin until 1868, planning for the Omaha streetcar system began 

in 1867. That year, the city granted the Omaha Horse Railway Company (OHR Co., 1867-1889) a fifty-year 

franchise to build and operate a street railway system.38 Included in the charter was the stipulation that the OHR 

Co. must complete at least one mile of track and maintain a successful operation within two years. The OHR Co. 

was granted the authority to build single or double track anywhere within city limits, both present and future, and 

up to five miles outside the city limits; although, the city provided two conditions on the OHR Co. The first 

condition excluded steam-powered cars, and the second prohibited the construction of trackage on any land 

previously granted to a steam railroad.39 Fourteenth Street was also excluded from this agreement as it had been 

previously allocated to the Union Pacific Railroad as an alternative route to circumvent flooding along their river 

bottom tracks.40 

 

Funding and capital shortfalls delayed construction of the first streetcar route until November 13, 1868. The OHR 

Co. opted to begin construction within the commercial core of Omaha, selecting the intersection of Farnam and 

9th streets as the beginning point and planning a single track to travel west to 15th Street. The route beyond this 

initial segment was unknown. The OHR Co. route again suffered setbacks when weather conditions delayed 

materials and construction. The single-track segment reached 15th and Farnam almost a month later on December 

10, 1868. The route was then extended to 18th and Cass. When completed in early January 1869, this extension 

met the one-mile track requirement stipulated in the original charter and cost approximately $6,000.41 Although 

the track was completed during the first week of January, the first streetcars did not arrive in Omaha until later in 

                         
38 In this context, a franchise is an agreement reached between the city and a given streetcar company which grants the company rights 

to operate a line within Omaha. Although rights may be granted, they are not always exercised and are frequently not exclusive.  

39 This restriction refers to steam locomotives, not steam street railways which were never permitted in Omaha. The term ñtrackageò 

refers to a collective group of lines constructed for either railroad or street railway use.  

40 Orr, O&CB, 3. Although initially excluded, 14th Street later became a streetcar route after Union Pacific failed to utilize it. 

41 This construction cost is equivalent to roughly $113,276 in 2019 currency. 
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the month. An omnibus mounted on flanged wheels 

served as the cityôs first streetcar during the intervening 

period (Figure 4).42   

 

The first two of four streetcars arrived in late January. 

Each car measured sixteen feet in length and required 

two horses.43 Cars ran every four minutes, and 

platforms at either end allowed loading and unloading 

of passengers.44 Initial fares were priced at ten cents a 

ride or bundled at sixteen rides for $1.45 Each car 

required one conductor and one operator. The operator 

drove the streetcar while the conductor took tickets and 

fares. Both often worked fourteen-hour days for $1.50 

per day.46 The first extension to the line was completed 

in the summer of 1869 and ran west on Cass to 20th 

Street before turning north on 20th Street to Cuming Street. From there, the line ran west to 21st Street and then 

north one-half block to a new streetcar terminal. A subsequent extension in 1870 traveled south on Farnam to 

Jones Street and crossed Otoe Creek to link the streetcar system to the Union Pacific Railroad.47 The 1870 

extension brought the total track length up to two miles. That year, the OHR Co. directors authorized the extension 

of roads three miles north when the city offered eighty acres of land in subsidy.  

 

Although the OHR Co. authorized road expansions in 1870, streetcar route extensions were placed under 

restrictions the following May. In 1871, OHR Co. president George Frost mandated that streetcar extensions 

would not be constructed unless subsidized through land or money equal to construction costs. The only exception 

was to be a few-mile long spur which connected the OHR Co. line directly to the Union Pacific depot. This 

extension allowed riders who entered Omaha via train to board the streetcar more efficiently. Baggage trucks 

utilized to transfer luggage from trains to the streetcar were seen as additional revenue streams for the streetcar 

company. Frost believed this would not only increase streetcar ridership but would also increase travel to Omaha 

in general due to favorable transportation within the city core. Frostôs demand for subsidies signaled future 

economic strife for the OHR Co. In 1872, cost overruns and expenses caused financial hardship for the Omaha 

                         
42 Orr, O&CB, 4-6. 

43 Orr, O&CB, 5. 

44 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 38. 

45 Orr, O&CB, 6. Fares equivalent to $1.89 and $18.88 respectively in 2019 currency.  

46 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 38. This wage is equivalent to approximately $26 in 2019 currency. 

47 Orr, O&CB, 6-7. Otoe Creek is not extant.  

Figure 4. Modified omnibus used as the first Omaha streetcar, 1869. 

Source: Orr, 5. 
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Horse Railway Company. To increase ridership, fares were cut to five cents and the farebox was introduced to 

replace the conductor and cut expenses.48  

 

Despite these measures, the company continued to operate at a loss, and on June 26, 1873, Captain W.W. Marsh 

purchased the OHR Co.49 Under Marsh, August 1873 ridership totaled twelve hundred riders per day on five cars, 

and plans for a second track on Farnam were underway. In 1874, a new railroad depot was constructed at the foot 

of 9th Street. The new depot location made transfer from the railroad to the streetcar easier and more efficient. 

While the OHR Co. dominated horse drawn streetcar transport city-wide, it faced competition for one route. In 

1874, Union Pacific and former OHR Co. president Andrew J. Hanscom competed against OHR Co. for a coveted 

route to the fair grounds.50  

 

Although yet to turn a profit, the OHR Co. continued to expand under Marshôs leadership. In fall 1874, the Omaha 

Bee reported the company operated seven cars, owned forty-five horses, and employed fifteen men. Ridership for 

the year totaled approximately 370,000 and gross earnings topped $18,000.51 Extensions of the system to 16th 

Street and southwest to Hanscom Park were planned.52 The following year, the OHR Co. streetcar system 

officially split into two distinct lines. The 18th street line was designated the Green Line while the ñoriginal lineò 

was designated the Red Line.53 Cars were painted and lantern lights hung in their respective colors to reflect these 

designations. Despite increases in operations, the OHR Co. remained unable to record a profit and defaulted 

repeatedly on shareholder bonds between 1873 and 1878.54 Foreclosure of the OHR Co. began September 2, 

1878, and the company was offered for sale. Captain Marsh reacquired the company at a sheriff sale and became 

the sole owner.55  

 

Just as financial hardship continued to plague the OHR Co., infrastructure conditions remained problematic for 

both riders and the streetcars themselves. Omahaôs unpaved streets often turned to thick mud during wet 

conditions with some riders exiting cars to mud rising six inches or more.  In addition to inconveniencing 

passengers, muddy conditions endangered draft horses, trapped cars on tracks, and even caused derailments. 

These dangers were not limited to Omaha, and in 1881 the state legislature passed an ordinance to require the 

                         
48 Orr, O&CB, 13-14. Equivalent to approximately $0.95 in 2019 currency.  

49 Marsh purchased the company and functioned as the majority owner; however, stockholders still owned portions of the company. 

50 Orr, O&CB, 16-19.  

51 Orr, O&CB, 20. Reported gross earnings for 1874 are equivalent to approximately $417,399 in 2020 currency.  

52 Orr, O&CB, 20.  

53 Orr does not define which line is considered the ñoriginal line.ò 

54 William Hodge, ñThe Horse Car Period,ò O&CB History Series, No.3, Omaha Sunday Bee (7 February 1909) in Omaha Public 

Library, ñStreet Carsò Vertical File, Local History Reference Room.   

55  Orr, O&CB, 24; Hodge, ñThe Horse Car Period.ò Although Marsh offered to prorate the purchase price and allow stockholders to 

retain their proportional ownership shares, this offer was not accepted. 
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paving of road surfaces between streetcar rails when rails were installed on paved streets in first class cities, such 

as Omaha and Lincoln.56 This ordinance required streetcar companies to maintain the paving, which created an 

ongoing expense for the OHR Co. as Omaha began to pave its streets in the early 1880s.57  

 

This new expense added to the OHR Co.ôs ongoing financial burden. Between 1878 and 1883, the OHR Co. had 

paid operating expenses but no profits were made, and the company failed to acquire a surplus for improvements 

or renewals. Consequently, the company acquired a large floating debt, and the OHR Co. reorganized in 1883.58 

The following February, Captain Marsh sold three-fifths of the controlling interest in the OHR Co. to S.H.H. 

Clark, Guy Barton, and Frank Murphy for $15,000; all four owners deeded their shares to the Omaha Horse 

Railway corporation four months later.59 Despite persistent financial woes, the OHR Co. continued to expand its 

operations throughout the nineteenth century. In 1885, the company employed thirty-five men, owned 275 horses, 

and operated thirty-one streetcars for regular service on four main lines.60 During the same period, Omaha began 

a major regrading and pavement project with efforts focused on the most heavily utilized roads.61 These efforts 

compelled the OHR Co. to complete its own track improvements. Between 1883 and 1889, the company expended 

approximately $770,000 to $800,000 on track upgrades, new track construction, and equipment.62 The OHR Co. 

monopoly ended in 1889 as new innovations in streetcar technology challenged the supremacy of the OHR Co. 

lines in Omaha (Appendix A).63    

 

Steam-Powered Cars (Benson Motor Railway 1887) 

As in much of the country, steam-powered streetcars were never a significant element in Omaha public transit. 

The first Omaha streetcar franchises specifically prohibited steam power. Although not specified, this ban likely 

rose from concerns over noise and pollution associated with the engine and its operation.64 Established outside 

the Omaha city limits, the Benson Motor Railway briefly operated as the only steam-powered streetcar in the 

                         
56 The legislation did not specify paving material. Several materials were used in Omaha including cedar blocks, macadam, asphalt, 

brick, and granite blocks. 

57 Orr, O&CB, 26.  

58 Hodge, ñLast Years of the Horse Cars,ò O&CB History Series, No. 4, Omaha Sunday Bee (14 February 1909). 

59 Orr, O&CB, 37. Equivalent to approximately $394,000 in 2020 currency. 

60 Orr, O&CB, 41-44. The thirty-five employees include regular employees only and exclude the large number of temporary or part-

time tracklayers.  

61 Hodge, ñLast Years of the Horse Cars.ò 

62 Hodge, ñLast Years of the Horse Cars.ò 

63 Hodge, ñLast Years of the Horse Cars.ò 

64 Orr, O&CB, 14. While steam-powered streetcars were not permitted to run on Omaha streets, the Union Pacific dummy train was 

allowed to transport riders across the Union Pacific bridge over the Missouri River. This route used a streetcar or omnibus attached to a 

small steam engine and linked the Omaha passenger station and the Council Bluffs transfer station beginning in 1872. 
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area. This line connected the city of Omaha to the then separate municipality of Benson approximately five miles 

northwest of downtown.  

In 1887, Erastus A. Benson (1854-1932) of Iowa purchased a nine-hundred-acre farm northwest of Omaha where 

he platted his eponymous village. Benson and associates C.E. Mayne and W.L. McCague soon formed the Benson 

Motor Railway Company to promote the real estate investment.65 The line initially ran from Omaha city limits at 

48th and Grant streets to Mayne Street and Military Avenue in newly platted Benson, a distance of approximately 

one-and-one-quarter miles.66 While the Benson streetcar line initially ran on steam, complaints from neighboring 

farmers forced the line to convert to horse-drawn power only thirty days later.67  

 

Cable Cars (1887 to 1895) 

Rumblings of new power modes for Omaha streetcars began as early as 1881 when news of cable cars in San 

Francisco and planned cable cars in Chicago prompted Captain Marsh and the OHR Co. to investigate the new 

technology.68 The following October, the Omaha City Council granted conditional franchises and agreed to place 

a measure on the upcoming November 4th ballot to allow for cable car systems to be constructed. The ballot 

measure passed by almost four to one and indicated early public support for cable cars in the city.69 Despite early 

interest, the introduction of cable cars in Omaha did not begin until the mid- to late-1880s. Cable cars were 

intended to replace horses, who had to haul cars up steep road grades, yet prohibitive costs and concerns over the 

long-term future of a cable car system delayed construction for several years.   

 

Cable Tramway Company/Omaha Cable Tramway Company (1887 to 1895) 

 

The Cable Tramway Company was an early competitor in the Omaha cable car industry. The company 

incorporated in 1884, and the city granted it a franchise following passage of the October ballot measure. The 

franchise allowed the Cable Tramway Company to operate on certain streets.70 Unlike franchises granted to early 

horse car enterprises, the Cable Tramway Company franchise contained no restrictions. Before it built a single 

rail, the Cable Tramway Company offered the city $20,000 for the 11th Street viaduct to be widened to 

accommodate its cable cars.71 However, the city declined this offer due to additional costs that would be required. 

                         
65 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 46. 

66 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 46. Mayne has since been renamed Maple.  

67 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 46. Orr, O&CB, 58. The Benson Motor Railway was later renamed the Benson & Halcyon 

Heights Railroad when the line was extended to 66th Street and connected the Benson business district with the Halcyon Heights 

residential addition to the south.  This line remained unprofitable throughout its lifespan and in 1890 was transferred to the Omaha Street 

Railway Company during the Omaha streetcar consolidation period. 

68 Orr, O&CB, 26-27. 

69 Orr, O&CB, 51; Jim McKee, ñNebraskaôs Only Cable Car Railway,ò Lincoln Journal Star Online (30 August 2015).  

70 William Hodge, ñCable Railways in Omaha,ò O&CB History Series, No. 5, Omaha Sunday Bee (21 February 1909). 

71 Orr, O&CB, 41. 
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Additional financial problems delayed construction until 1886.72 On August 8, 1886 the Cable Tramway 

Company officially announced its projected route and was immediately met by legal challenge.73 The OHR Co. 

filed an injunction to halt construction, claiming it held exclusive rights to construct streetcars in Omaha.74 The 

next day, the OHR Co. announced its own cable car line on the Cable Tramway Company route and stated 

construction materials were already on the way.75 Undeterred by threats of competition, the Cable Tramway 

Company continued with its plans and advertised that four miles of cable car track would be in service that 

November. However, as the deadline passed only one power station had been constructed and only two lines 

entrenched.76 While construction was underway, gripmen, and conductors from San Francisco and Kansas City 

came to Omaha to train Cable Tramway Company operators.77 Over one year after its initial announcement, the 

Cable Tramway Company began services. On December 27, 1887 the company hosted a demonstration run to 

highlight innovative service including heated cars and cross-street announcements for passengers. Regular service 

began the next week. That year, the company reincorporated as the Omaha Cable Tramway Company with $2 

million in capital.78  

 

Omaha Horse Railway Cable Company (1887 to 1889) 

 

Not content to lose riders to a potential new cable car line, the OHR Co. first attempted in 1886 to prevent the 

(Omaha) Cable Tramway Company from establishing such a line through legal challenges. While the OHR Co. 

had announced plans for its own cable car line just one day after the Omaha Cable Tramway Company, it did not 

establish a cable car division for several months. On March 4, 1887, the OHR Co., filed articles of incorporation 

as the Omaha Horse Railway Cable Company, a name that reflected the companyôs plans to continue horse-drawn 

streetcar service while exploring new cable car opportunities.79 However, the Omaha Horse Railway Cable 

Company experienced significant challenges in the race to establish cable car service in Omaha. As the year 1887 

ended, the company still sought city approval to construct its lines.80 New city legislation further exacerbated the 

                         
72 Hodge, ñCable Railways in Omaha.ò 

73 The Cable Tramway Company route was located on 10th Street and extended from Pacific to Farnam and then traveled west to 28th 

Street. An additional crossline was to operate on 20th Street, from Leavenworth to Grant. 

74 While the OHR Co. claimed it held exclusive rights, the franchise originally granted to the company did not appear to grant these 

rights to the OHR Co. exclusively.  

75 Orr, O&CB, 48-49. 

76 McKee, ñNebraskaôs Only Cable Car Railway.ò 

77 McKee, ñNebraskaôs Only Cable Car Railway.ò Gripmen operated the gripping mechanism used to attach the streetcar to the moving 

cable below.  

78 McKee. ñNebraskaôs Only Cable Car Railway.ò 

79 Orr, O&CB, 51. 

80 Orr, O&CB, 56, 62. Legal entanglements appear to have delayed city approval while the OHR Co. challenged the Cable Tramway 

Company in court.   



NPS Form 10-900-b          OMB No. 1024-0018  

   

United States Department of the Interior 

National Park Service 

 

Streetcar-Era Commercial Development in Omaha, Nebraska  Nebraska 
Name of Multiple Property Listing                                  State  
 

Section number  E  Page 15        

 

 

 

companyôs difficulties.  In 1888, the City of Omaha passed a new franchise ordinance that granted any Omaha 

street railway enterprise the right to use any power mode on any street within the city essentially weakening the 

original fifty -year franchise agreement between the city and the OHR Co.81 The ordinance had a profound effect 

on streetcar development in Omaha as new companies immediately organized, particularly those that sought to 

experiment with newly developed electric streetcar technology. Despite earlier legal entanglements and 

anticipating stiff competition from developing electric streetcar companies, the Omaha Horse Railway Cable 

Company joined forces with the Omaha Cable Tramway Company. On January 1, 1889, the companies 

incorporated as the Omaha Street Railway Company.82  

 

The 1889 consolidation brought together the nine miles belonging to the Omaha Cable Tramway Company and 

the routes of the Omaha Horse Railway Company, bringing the combined route mileage to over thirty-one miles.83 

The Omaha Street Railway Company established attendant-free transfers between the differing lines. This was 

done to ease ridership and to facilitate use of the combined lines and their differing power modes. While 

consolidation initially strengthened the cable car system, it could not weather the events of the following years. 

In 1890, the companyôs West Dodge Street cable line failed.84 Due to the construction system of the cable car 

lines, repairs were costly, and the line was ultimately closed.85 Four years later, failures, as well as successes, in 

electricity transmission ushered in the end of the cable car era in Omaha. In 1894 a lightning strike destroyed one 

of the Omaha Street Railway Company dynamos, crippling the already stressed system.86 That same year, eleven 

years after electric service was first established in Omaha, power poles were installed along the cable car route 

thereby laying the groundwork for track conversion from cable to electric systems.  

 

Electric Streetcars in Omaha (1887 to 1889) 

While cable car development was underway, simultaneous experimentation with new electric streetcar technology 

further complicated the streetcar industry in Omaha. The city granted franchises to the first two electric streetcar 

companies on July 13, 1887.87 The newly issued franchises granted operation rights on any and all streets not 

already in use by a street railway of any power mode. Although the thirty-year franchises were created to spur 

                         
81 McKee, ñNebraskaôs Only Cable Car Railway.ò 

82 Orr, O&CB, 74. 

83 Orr, O&CB, 74. 

84 McKee, ñNebraskaôs Only Cable Car Railway.ò 

85 McKee, ñNebraskaôs Only Cable Car Railway.ò 

86 McKee, ñNebraskaôs Only Cable Car Railway.ò 

87 William Hodge, ñThe First Electric Railways,ò O&CB History Series, No. 6, Omaha Sunday Bee (28 February 1909). 
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electric streetcar development, they failed to 

specify that electric power must be used.88 The 

Omaha Motor Railway Company received one 

franchise while the Northwestern Street Railway 

Company received the other.89  

 

The Omaha Motor Railway Company 

incorporated in April  1887 with Dr. Samuel D. 

Mercer as president (Figure 5).90 Ruthless 

competition characterized the streetcar industry in 

Omaha during this period as different companies 

running on various power modes attempted to 

dominate the market. To combat competition, 

Mercer directed his crews to construct lines at 

night to avoid revealing the companyôs planned 

route.91 The first electric line began at 36th and Burt streets and ran east on Burt to 17th; south on 17th to Cass; east 

on Cass to 14th, south on 14th to Howard; east on Howard to 11th; and south on 11th before terminating at Bancroft 

Street.92 Financing and construction lags delayed completion of the line until fall 1889. During the interim, the 

Omaha Motor Railway Company leased a looped portion of track to the Omaha & Council Bluffs Railway & 

Bridge Company. In the  summer of 1889, that company became the first to run electric streetcars in Omaha when 

it utilized leased track to bring streetcars over its new bridge connecting the two cities.93 The first Omaha Motor 

Railway Company electric streetcars ran their completed four-mile route that fall.94 Subsequent lines ran north on 

22nd and 25th and south from 22nd and Ames to the South Omaha stockyards at N Street.95 (Appendix B) 

 

  

                         
88 Hodge, ñThe First Electric Railways.ò 

89 Hodge, ñThe First Electric Railways.ò The Northwestern Street Railway Company rights were never exercised.  

90 Orr, O&CB, 66. Dr. Mercer was also a director of the Cable Tramway Company.  

91 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 38 citing Dennis Thavenet, "A History of Omaha Public Transportation, "(M.A. thesis, 

Municipal University. 

92 Hodge, ñThe First Electric Railways.ò  

93 Hodge, ñThe First Electric Railways.ò 

94 Hodge, ñThe First Electric Railways.ò 

95 OLHPC, ñComprehensive Program,ò 38 citing Thavenet, "A History of Omaha Public Transportation,ò 32, 39-45. 

Figure 5. Omaha electric streetcar, 1887. Source: Orr, 127. 
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Figure 6: Street Railways of Omaha and Environs, 1889. Source: Orr, 87. 

Downtown area represented by dark gray square. 
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